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A Response to Michael Cart's
Conversation About Pictures
BY SANDY BREHL

/

n his column Conversations About Pictures (2001) Michael Cart opened an interesting discussion about the
world of children's picture books. In the spirit of his title, I'd like to continue the conversation further with
some of my thoughts about the genre.
Caldecott acceptance speech in 1991 (pp. 410-411 ).
Cart reports that his experience in teaching the course
clarified for him that picture books provide a showcase for the union of "brilliantly gifted authors" and
uniquely talented illustrators, who are sometimes one
and the same. He concludes that the joining of such
"rare talents" produces "something that extends our
understanding of the world, and even better, enhances
our appreciation of it by delighting our sensibilities"
(Cart, 2001, p. 216).

As a result of teaching a course on illustrated
children's books for two summers, Cart was compelled to explore and reflect more deeply on a subject
about which he had considered himself reasonably
knowledgeable. His recent column in Booklist (2001)
provides a litany of historic evidence of the role and
impact of images in society, from cave paintings
through medieval stained glass depictions of saints'
lives and bible stories, on to the landmark events
of illustrated publishing for children, such as Orbis
Pictus (Comenius, 1659), A Little Pretty Pocket-Book
Intended for the Instruction and Amusement of Little
Master Tommy and Pretty Miss Polly (Newbery,
1744), The Comic Adventures of Old Mother Hubbard
and Her Dog (Martin, 1805), to Randolph Caldecott's
seminal works in the late 19 th century, such as The
Diverting History of John Gilpin: Showing How He
Went Farther than He Intended, and Came Safe Home
Again (Cowper, 1878).

After reading Cart's column and rereading Macaulay's
acceptance speech, my reaction was and remains
strongly in agreement. The capacity for visual images
to instruct, inspire, and amuse is to me undebatable.
My greatest frustration is that picture books are so
often limited to use with young children, when in fact,
many are better suited to older children and adolescents, who can bring more knowledge of the world, of
literature, and of art to their experience of the books.

He cites as a key joy of teaching the course the opportunity it provided to look at books with his students,
and to look again, and then again, until together they
recognized the distinction between mere "looking"
and true "seeing," as described in David Macaulay's

I found Cart's reference to Macaulay's Caldecott
acceptance speech interesting in that the winning
book, Black and White (Macaulay, 1990), marked
a pivotal shift in the committee's recognition of a
work not only non-traditional but also dramatically
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non-linear. The award was given to a book recognized
by Macaulay himself as "not the kind of book that
any committee of sound, compromising mind could
possibly agree on" (Macaulay, 1991, p. 418). His book
actually requires the reader to see, not just look. In my
opinion, honoring Black and White was a necessary
forerunner to the selection of The Three Pigs by David
Wiesner for the 2002 Caldecott Medal.
In Cart's nod to Macaulay's acceptance speech, I
expected him to extend his timeline of the evolution
of picture books for children by acknowledging that
Macaulay's winning title marked a turning point in
modem children's picture books. Even though Cart's
article was published in September 2001, prior to the
Caldecott selection for 2002, The Three Pigs had been
on the market and was creating a buzz for months,
with numerous articles and reviews reporting on
its ability to knock down the walls of picture book
design and art. Cart traced significant developments
in children's picture books over the centuries, and
his accolades to modem illustrations cited names
of those with remarkable talent whose works have
set ever-higher standards. Since he reports that the
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greatest insight his teaching experience generated was
epitomized in Macaulay's comments about "seeing,"
it would have been beneficial (and logical) to point
out the way in which Black and White requires this
process to establish meaning. Although Cart could not
have known that The Three Pigs would win, he surely
could have credited Macaulay's envelope-stretching
book with paving the way for the continued evolution
of illustrated storybooks that lead the reader to "see"
in new ways. Black and White is a total synthesis of
text, illustration, and design. That may explain why
children with eyes more experienced in picture/search
artwork and with fewer traditional mindsets more
often appreciate this book than do adults.
Cart's review and consideration of the trends and
transitions in the children's picture storybook as a
genre has led to a new process in my sharing of books
with students. When working with students I have
always pointed out publication dates for information
text, both books and periodicals, whether shared
with or used by students independently. We consider
publication date as an important factor in assessing
the validity of the information provided. In the past, I
have rarely attended
to the publication .
dates for picture
storybooks, but since
reading this article
I have started doing
so. It has offered
many benefits,
such as comparing
various versions of
retold tales in light
of their birthdays.
My students have
been developing
both insight and
enthusiasm for
discussion of the art
of picture books,
beyond their "story"
purpose. Together
we are finding that
the art itself takes
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on new significance when the publication dates are
considered. Having previously organized and used
a collection of more than 50 Caldecott Medal and
honor books, I led an additional class session with
my students to arrange the titles chronologically in an
array along one wall of the room. Then we worked in
teams to consider, discuss, and report on patterns of
change over time.
All teams noted several trends, including a transition
from less to more color, more to less line, duller to
brighter colors, realistic and simple to varied and
more complex styles. Students proposed theories
about what led to the changes; the possibilities
included changes in technology, increased television
viewing, and competition with other kinds of entertainment.
Later, I presented a lesson in which I read aloud
Black and White and The Three Pigs purposefully
mentioning their publication and award dates. Both
books had been shared previously, and the children
were very familiar with them. The class was asked
to consider and compare the books, then to consider
them in relation to the "Caldecott timeline" we had
on display. Their comments were at first wide-ranging, but quickly focused on the way both books had
multiple story lines within a larger story. One child
even compared them to matryoshka-Russian nesting
dolls. They also noted that the books were "different"
from the others and could be confusing, but the art
styles and elements were the threads that held each
subplot intact, as well as weaving the multiple stories
into a unique whole that is "something more than the
sum of its parts" (Cart, 2001, p. 216).
Since this review and the related classroom activities,
my students and I have become much more aware of
the trends and styles of various picture storybooks,
as well as noting innovative and unique approaches,
all of which enrich our appreciation of the books and
"delight our sensibilities" (Cart, 2001, p. 216).

A Closer Look at Black and White
Although Cart does not refer directly to Black and
White, a closer look at it is merited. Macaulay's
acceptance speech mirrored the four, apparently
separate, subplots of his book: "Seeing Things,"
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"Problem Parents," "A Waiting Game," and "Utter
(Udder) Chaos." As with the book, the first three
appear somewhat more conventional while the fourth
deals creatively with the creative process. "From utter
confusion and disorder comes the illusion of utter
confusion and disorder," (Macaulay, 1991, p. 421).
Illusion is the operative word here. The first, second,
and third openings suggest four stories, four styles,
four palettes, and four techniques. In these early
pages, only careful viewing uncovers visual bridges of
masks and newspapers, suggesting the stories may be
intertwined. On the fourth opening, boundaries within
each frame begin to dissolve as the cows escape their
"field" of green, the dog slides into the gutter, the
boy's view stretches to the station, and a blue signalman appears at the station.
In the fifth opening "boulders" move onto the track,
Mom and Dad roam far afield from their daily routine,
commuters begin to note a delay originating to the
left of the gutter, and cows (and company) are on
the move. On the sixth and seventh openings, reality
continues to distort itself through the four stories
with more frequent connections emerging on each
page: singing, folding newspapers, a "What is that
really?" image that includes the boy clothed in the
burglar's shirt. On the eighth opening the lines are
further blurred as Mom and commuters prefer frolicking to homework and decorum, and the boy on the
train hears singing (from the previous page?). On the
ninth and 10th openings all four frames pose the same
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questions: Can I believe what I am seeing? What AM
I really seeing? A road sign and a conductor with a
"spyglass" offer hope for "seeing" what this is really
all about.
It is at the 11th opening that the story divisions begin
to melt at their frames, as well as in their contents. On
the 12th opening an urgent question of control arises:
How far can this go? Why is this happening? On the
13th opening the upper level and lower level stories
cross the gutter, with the train pulling into the station
and the dog/cow joining, as if to read the newspaper.
As the text indicates, on all fronts, sanity is in sight.
And then the 14th opening reveals the transformation
to black and white. The impressionistic, moody boy
on the train becomes a simple traveler, the colorful
station is an impressionistic gray blur, the conventional, monochromatic family becomes a stylized
silhouette, and the cows ... well, the cows reveal
their essence. On the 15th opening, the stories "return
home," each frame resuming a semblance of its
original identity, yet all within have been changed by
the experience. The only masked character in the cow
tableau is one of the cows, while the "masked man"
has moved up to the train station, perhaps preparing to
travel to another story.
It is only after this somewhat reassuring lull that the
16th opening reintroduces confusion by the insertion
of a hand (the boy's?) raising questions of scale,
dimension, and chronology within the book as a
whole. The art design and layout of this page provide
the author with a subtle "afterword" by showcasing
the notes on the Library of Congress catalog card.
Clearly, the purpose of this work was to both minimize and enhance confusion, to assert that nothing
is ever entirely Black and White. It's an invitation to
look and look again and again.
That the Caldecott Medal was awarded to such a
mind-bending and eye-bending work is a tribute to the
committee's awareness of the evolution of the genre.
As Macaulay noted in his conclusion, this award "will
not encourage me to make more Black and Whites,
but rather to pursue the process from which it has
emerged and of which it is simply one offspring"
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(Macaulay, 1991, p. 421). Clearly, this encouragement
has been felt throughout the world of children's picture storybooks, but most especially in The Three Pigs
(Wiesner, 2001). Unlike books in which the characters
appear lifelike through the talents of the artist, these
characters vividly express their life force and spirit,
dictating to the artist as they choose whether or not to
inhabit the pages of various stories. More than that,
they reveal their awareness of the reader, of both the
strength and limitations of text, and of their power to
control their own destiny. In this book Wiesner has
redefined "animation" in art. The irony of the incomplete "happily ever aft" points out that their lives will
not end when the book closes. Nor will the evolution
of picture storybooks.
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